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On Nov. 12, Judge Rudolfo Banados convicted Ret. Gen. Manuel Contreras and Brig. Gen. Pedro
Espinoza of masterminding the 1976 car bomb assassination of Chile's former foreign minister
Orlando Letelier. Ret. Gen. Contreras was formerly the chief of the now- defunct secret police
(Direccion de Inteligencia Nacional, DINA) when Letelier's car was bombed in Washington.
(Letelier's personal secretary Ronnie Moffit, a US citizen, was also killed in the blast.) Gen. Espinoza
then DINA operations chief is still on active duty in the Army. Contreras was sentenced to seven
years imprisonment and Espinoza to six years. Judge Banados said that he favored longer sentences,
of 15 and 12 years respectively, but the Chilean criminal code mandates that the penalties be
reduced given the length of time that has passed since the crime was committed. Banados also
investigated charges that the two defendants falsified passports, but criminal penalties were
dropped due to the 15-year statute of limitations. Damage claims for civil liability were also
dismissed for the same reason. The ruling marks the first time that Chilean courts have sentenced
senior military officers to prison for abuses committed during the administration of military dictator
Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990). The sentencing of Contreras and Espinoza, however, still
does not bring to a close legal proceedings in the Letelier case, since the courts must review a
series of appeals. For example, a previous appeal already filed by Espinoza is now pending in the
Supreme Court. In that appeal, Espinoza argues that the 1978 Amnesty Law issued by Pinochet
should have included those implicated in the Letelier case. Lawyers for Contreras and Espinoza
are also expected to appeal Judge Banados's conviction, and the two are being allowed to remain
free until their appeals are heard. Finally, family members of Letelier including the prosecuting
attorney in the case, Fabiola Letelier said they would also appeal for longer sentences. Contreras and
Espinoza continue to proclaim their innocence. They say that the US Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) ordered the Letelier killing in order to ruin the image of the military regime. In an attempt to
head off potential military reaction to the convictions, President Patricio Aylwin's administration
issued a communique stating "the verdict affects only two individuals, not a [military] institution."
Contreras, meanwhile, continues to vow that he will never go to jail and that he has the support and
solidarity of the Army. [Sources: Associated Press, 11/12/93; New York Times, 11/13/93; Notimex,
11/12/93, 11/13/93; Agence France-Presse, 11/13/93, 11/16/93, 11/17/93; El Mercurio (Chile); La Epoca
(Chile), 11/15/93, 11/16/93, 11/17/93; La Nacion (Chile), 11/16/93, 11/17/93; Spanish news service EFE,
11/16/93, 11/17/93]
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